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The focus of this submission is the effect and fairness of the Commission’s draft recommendation for “substantial land 
use change in favour of forestry”. In addressing fairness I will look at the erroneous use of annual emissions when 
comparing the contributions of various sectors to warming. I will split off sheep and beef farming from dairy when 
looking at the contribution of agriculture to warming. The reason for this is that all the land use change proposed will 
involve a transfer of sheep and beef land to forestry, dairy land is too high value to be likely to be converted to forestry. 

The emissions trading scheme (ETS) means the NZ focus is on annual emissions and their quantifying into tradable 
tonnes of carbon (dioxide) equivalents. We should not lose sight of the purpose of the ETS: to lower NZ’s contribution 
to warming. When looking at the contributions of each sector to warming, a focus on annual emissions can lead us to 
the wrong conclusion. We attach an analysis of historical data incorporating the decay of methane  that shows that the 
contribution to warming for the sheep and beef sector in 2018 is about or slightly less than it was in 1990. By 
comparison the contribution by the liquid fuels sector (the burning of petrol & diesel) is over double what it was in 
1990. Why would we want to shut down a sector that has not increased its contribution to warming in order to delay 
action in a sector that has doubled its effect. It may be politically expedient or easier to make short term gains by 
penalising a small number of citizens to allow the profligacy of the majority to continue, but it is highly unfair.   

 The Commission recognises that forestry off-set is a temporary measure. However while the respite from breaching 
NZ’s obligations is temporary, the change of land use is permanent; once committed to forestry this land can never be 
used for any other purpose, indeed the destruction of farming infrastructure (fences, yards, buildings etc.) over the life 
cycle of forestry, combined with the huge cost of re-developing the land into pasture, would mean that little, if any, hill 
country would ever be converted from plantation forestry to farming, even without the ETS. The result for rural NZ hill 
communities will be a final solution from which we will never recover. Depopulation, loss of services (especially 
schools), an ageing resident population, will all snowball to destroy local communities.  

During the rapid expansion of forestry on the East Coast and in Wairoa in the 1990’s reports commissioned by Scion 
such as those by Fairweather, Mayell and  Swaffield (2000) and   Butcher(1995) indicated optimistic forecasts for future 
employment when farmland was converted to forestry. However emerging trends identified by these authors have 
continued, with the result that today forestry is an industry that generates fewer jobs than farming in rural 
communities and service towns. 

“[W]e can examine employment per unit area. Looking at total (full time equivalents) FTEs/1,000 hectares, 
Table 5 shows that forestry employs more people than agriculture for each 1,000 hectares in production but 
that this declined rapidly by nearly 50 per cent, from 30 in 1986 to 16 in 1996. In contrast, employment per unit 
area in agriculture has increased slightly (+14 per cent) to ten FTEs/1,000 hectares in 1996. Further, most of the 
forestry FTEs/1,000 hectares is in processing employment, while for agriculture, most of the FTEs/1,000 
hectares are in on-land employment”1.  

They also point out that most further processing is carried out in regional centres, not rural communities. Butcher also 
notes that “At the time of the study much of the forestry-related employment (up to 75 per cent) was being carried out 
by contracted workers from outside the district.”2 Butcher has re- worked these calculations today in the light of this 
fact, and also the reality that virtually none of these logs are now processed locally, Butcher’s prediction of a large 
increase in Wairoa employment, becomes a 30% decrease: 3.2 FTE’s/1000ha for forestry as opposed to   4.55 
FTE’s/1000ha for farming.3 

 Since these reports were written we have also seen an explosion of whole log exports: in 1990 NZ exported 17% of the 
total harvest, in 2016 it was 54% 4.  So today, not only do rural communities and their service towns miss out on 
processing employment, the country as a whole does.  

If, by the Commission’s proposals, we create another explosion of planting we can guarantee that nearly 100% of the 
increase of wood in 28years time will be processed off-shore, just as is the case for the “wall of wood” that is coming on 
stream now from the plantings of the 1990s.  Lack of investment and overseas protectionism leaves no benefit to NZ 
employment.  

Forestry workers are made up of local residents, workers who move to the district, and those who commute from 
another centre. Those who move to the district tend to be transient.  Wall and Cocklin noted “When asked about their 
plans following the completion of the ECFP (East Coast Forestry Project), two-thirds of those who migrated to the 
region stated that they intended to move again”. 5 It is not only the total numbers employed that matter to a 



community, it is the length of their stay and their commitment to a district that counts. In addition the 75% of workers 
that commute contribute little to the local community and add to the emissions from the transport sector. 

The Commission may hope that economics will mean that marginal land, only earning a small return for the country 
and involving other risks such as erosion, will be planted leaving a smaller, but more viable farming community to farm 
the more productive and less environmentally fragile hills. Closer analysis and a look at previous waves of afforestation 
will show that this result is highly unlikely. 

Despite over all long term economic and social performance by farming there are times in the economic cycle when 
plantation forestry out-performs many sheep and beef farms. A look at the Beef and Lamb Economic Service (BLES) 
survey reports for hard hill country will show that in most years the bottom 20-40% of farms are not making a return on 
capital. At the same time the top 20-60% are doing ok or well. These reports show that in general the return on capital 
decreases as the class of land improves and that low performance is strongly tied to management, rather than the land 
class (steepness). When forestry is doing well, it ends up purchasing all these lower-performing farms as they come on 
the market, along with those being sold by older farmers wishing to retire.   

In the 1990’s wave of afforestation in Wairoa this is exactly what we saw: family farms on easier hill country, closer to 
the main roads, being bought up by forestry interests as they came on the market. This excluded a new generation of 
young farmers, who historically were able to afford these slightly run down farms, which have huge potential for 
increased production. So plantation forestry not only depopulates our district, it also disrupts the natural cycle of young 
people coming to re-vitalize our community. A new factor in this process is the introduction of National Environmental 
Standards (NES). From 1 May 2018 forestry will come under more stringent controls on earthworks and set-backs from 
water ways. This will mean that given an economic advantage in bidding for land, forestry will only buy the best hill 
land. 

Any  encouragement (including a high carbon price) will ensure that forestry has a long running economic advantage in 
bidding for farm land. Farm land will go into forestry, but not vice versa, even if the economics should reverse in the 
future. 

Forestry for harvest is incapable of targeting the worst erosion areas. Steep land requires more earth movement for 
roading and skid sites and  higher rainfall and soft rocks lead to high maintenance costs of forestry infrastructure. Any 
forestry venture needs to harvest a large continuous area of forest to pay for and maintain this infrastructure.   So we will 
see whole farms going into forestry: since most farms have a mix of land class we will see the good land converted to 
forestry along with the bad.  

Encouragement of plantation forestry is incompatible with the long term sustainability of hill country communities, as 
are mass carbon credit plantings, which generate next to zero on-going employment. However it is possible to promote 
trees that are able to be integrated into a production system that sustains our local population. Individual erosion 
control trees on pasture land and targeted areas of non-production planting to combat sediment hot spots are all able to be 
successfully integrated with farming. A really valuable initiative that the Commission could promote is the carbon 
accounting for individual trees (such as those used for erosion control on pasture land) We have the technology to count 
trees from satellite imagery and this would allow space plantings (where erosion control trees are planted with wide 
spaces in between) to be encouraged with carbon credits, while not requiring canopy cover which reduces pasture 
productivity and promotes weeds. The promotion of individual trees will also promote biodiversity when compared with 
plantation forestry monoculture. Satellite imagery could also be used to promote the registering of all farm plantings that 
already qualify. Many farmers have been put off by red tape, even though they have considerable areas of trees that could 
be registered and thus help our national carbon account.  

Grass fed meat production is a sustainable, largely carbon neutral, natural system of food production. Those who say that 
eating vegetable protein instead of meat will save the planet only have a valid argument when replacing grain fed meat 
with vegetable protein. If the protein produced on 5.5M ha of hill sheep and beef land in NZ were replaced with soy 
protein, the world would need approximately 550,000ha  of new arable land. The world has no existing unused arable 
land. The new area would come from rain forest destruction in Argentina and Brazil.  

Plantation forestry is a giant ratchet, throttling hill communities; with each economic cycle more land is sold to forestry. 
This is a one way process as the costs of returning forestry to farm land prohibit reverse sales during the alternate part of 
the cycle. The Commission’s proposal will ensure economics always favour plantation forestry; there will be no alternate 
part of the cycle. The subsequent conversion of some of the best hill land to forestry while resulting in carbon credits in 
the short term will not result in productivity growth, especially while the main market is for whole logs with no further 
processing in NZ. The destruction of rural hill communities does not look like maximum wellbeing.  
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